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This research pays close attention to how student-parents are identified and served in 
higher education settings. I specifically looked at the academic and personal experiences of 
student-parents and the resources they used in order to complete their undergraduate degrees. 
Student-parents between the ages of 18-40 require and utilize academic and financial resources 
differently in comparison to non-parent single status students of the same age. The theoretical 
framework for this study is Pierre Bourdieu’s culture capital theory. Bourdieu’s forms of capital 
have played as guiding frameworks of addressing cultural capital wealth and values within white 
dominated institutions between those from upper middle-class and working lower-class 
backgrounds.  
Findings will show participants’ parental status and their children being the main 
motivators in them completing their undergraduate degrees. If we are to understand and serve 
underrepresented students in higher education, we need to change how we define, support and 
serve this population. Identifying students as traditional and nontraditional is no enough. Policy 
makers and higher education administrators and faculty need to acknowledge the diversity within 
postsecondary institutions. The vast majority of students within these institutions are no 
longer18-23 year olds from traditional pathways. One population that is underrepresented and 
























For my two children Jose and Savannah,  
Whom I fight for every day,  
And Tony,  













Many thanks to my advisor, Dr. Adrienne Dixson, for challenging and pushing me to 
develop this research project and the time she spent supporting my ideas and efforts. Thank you 
Dr. William Trent, for being supportive and willing with your knowledge and patience in guiding 
me through this process and my growth as a scholar. Dr. Lorenzo Baber, thank you for the time 
and encouragement in supporting me in developing this Master Thesis project. All of your tiand 
effort is well appreciated.  
Thank you to all the individuals, mentors, friends, and family members who have 
supported my growth and willingness to challenge myself in moving forwards with my goals in 
going to graduate school and writing about passionate and meaningful topics.  
A huge thank you to my love ones Tony, Jose, and Savannah who have been patient with 
me throughout my personal, academic, and professional journey, I appreciate the love, support, 
and compassion, even during the confusing times! 
Thank you to all the parents who have supported this project and me through this 













TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION………………………………………………………………....1 
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW………………………………………....…………….…8  
CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY.………….…………………………………….…………......17 
CHAPTER 4: STUDENT-PARENT PARTICIPANTS……………………………………...….21 
CHAPTER 5: RESEARCH FINDINGS………………………………………………………...24 
CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION……………………………   …………………………………….34 
CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION...………………………………………………...………………39 
REFERENCES ...…………………………………………………..……………………………41 
APPENDIX A PERSONAL INFORMATION FORM……...….……………………….……...48 
APPENDIX B INTERVIEW QUESTIONS PART ONE……………………...….……………50 





At the age of 30, I found myself going through a divorce and becoming a single parent. I 
knew when I left my marriage I was going to be alone in raising my two children. As a result of 
leaving my ex-husband, that is exactly what happened. I found myself being responsible for two 
small children. Any decisions I made from that time on was going to affect their lives in some 
way.   
Also, because I dropped out of college at the age of 20, it resulted in me being haunted by 
my school failures and often wondered what it would have felt like to have complete my degree. 
In my will to support my children financially and academically, I decided to return to school. 
What I thought about at that time was that I had been out of school for sixteen years. I decided to 
return to school in a time period where technology plays as a major component in learning and 
course curriculum. However, if I was going to advocate and support my children in getting a 
college education, I felt I needed to go through the process of attaining a degree. 
 Returning to school at the age of 36 as a single parent was one of the scariest moments in 
my life. In my first semester, I quickly realized that I was a minority among the majority of 
students. My peers were not parents and raising children. Even though a majority of students 
worked in jobs and were self-dependent, they were not the head of household in their families 
and did not have to worry about daycare and picking up their children from school. Furthermore, 
identifying as a low-income first-generation Mexican in her thirties led me to stand out like a 
sore thumb among my college peers. Even though I was surrounded by many students from 
different ethnic backgrounds, these students were younger (in their twenties or younger) and had 
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different needs in comparison to mine. A majority of the time, I was the only older person and 
parent in the room. 
During this process, what I have learned is that my parent status, age, gender, family and 
Mexican background are not deficits in attaining my degrees. Instead, all of my characteristics 
and roles are my strengths. In returning to school, I had a different mindset and determination. 
Being a parent was one of those strengths that led to my degree success. My life experiences 
played as an advantage as well. When I enrolled at my institution, I had an agenda to learn as 
much as possible, advocate for myself, and pass on my new knowledge to my children. This time 
around, failure was not an option. By the time my children were in high school, they were going 
to have a college-educated parent.  
Now as a graduate student, I now have a stronger point of view of higher education and 
the benefits that contribute to my individual growth. My parent status continues to play as a role 
in my academic success. However, those around me seem to not embrace this strength and see 
being a parent as a distraction. In some way, I feel like the purple elephant in the room.  
As a student-parent, managing my student responsibilities with my family obligations has 
its challenges, but I always manage to complete my courses and progress in attaining degrees. 
What is difficult to deal with is feeling as if I have to give up a part of who I am because higher 
education institutions, peers, and faculty do not embrace the title and role of parent and family. 
In my experience, students do not share with their professors and peers that they have children 
and families because these words might be taken out of context and looked at with a deficit point 
of view.  
Therefore, in an attempt to understand the experiences students with families in higher 
education endure, my thesis looks at the academic and personal experiences of students from 
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low-income and first-generation backgrounds who identify as parents at the time they returned to 
school to seek their undergraduate degrees. This research pays close attention to the motivation, 
academic and personal strategies, and degree outcomes of three graduate student-parents at a 
four-year degree granting institutions. I claim that students with families between the ages of 18-
40 require and utilize academic and financial resources differently in comparison to non-parent 
single status students of the same age. Identifying students as traditional and nontraditional is not 
enough. We need to become more aware of the diversity students hold, especially among 
students who identify as parents and understand how their parent roles contribute to their 
successes in attaining college degrees.  
Statement of the Problem 
When it comes to higher education research on access, retention, and the degree gap, a 
variety of social science and educational scholars conducted a comparison analysis of advanced 
(upper middle-class) and least advanced (working lower-class) student groups in order to address 
this gap (Hand & Payne, 2008; Stuber, 2011). What these studies found is that students from 
higher socioeconomic status (SES) have more access and success in completing their degrees at 
four-year degree granting institutions than those students who come from working lower-class 
families (Bowen & Bok, 1998; Bowen, Chingoa, & McPherson, 2009). When it comes to lower 
achieving groups, these students are reported to struggle more as a result of their first-generation 
and income status (Stuber, 2011; Pike & Kuh, 2005). However, some students who make up the 
first-generation population have managed to attain their undergraduate degrees. 
What I feel these studies lack is the reasons to why first-generation students are 
challenged and successful at four-year degree granting institutions. Bourdieu and Passeron 
(1977) claim that elite institutions are culturally structured in a way that is meant to endorse the 
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access and degree success of students from upper-class families while causing the opposite effect 
for students from working-class backgrounds. If this seems to be the case, then how do first-
generation students compete in higher education institutions that are cultural structured to 
support those from higher class backgrounds. How do these cultural differences play out in the 
everyday experiences of first-generation students? There is a need to conduct a deeper analysis 
of these two cultures, especially since one student culture is more accepted and supported within 
higher education settings. 
Significance of Study 
My work stretches the importance of not only looking at students’ socioeconomic and 
first-generation status but including other personal characteristics such as age, gender, parental 
and relationship status (single and married) as part of the analysis process. My thesis 
acknowledges the proposed literature gap and offers a different perspective of identifying 
students. This study specifically concentrates on first-generation low-income students to a four-
year degree granting institution who managed to complete their undergraduate degrees as 
parents.     
Theoretical Framework and Research Questions 
The theoretical framework for this study is Pierre Bourdieu’s culture capital theory. 
When it comes to cultural practices and experiences amongst different socioeconomic (SES) 
groups in higher education, Bourdieu’s theory has been one of most used and controversial 
theories. Bourdieu’s forms of capital have also played as guiding frameworks for addressing 
cultural capital wealth and values within white-dominated institutions between those from upper 
middle-class and working lower-class backgrounds. In addition to this theoretical framework, the 
following research questions guide this study’s inquiry: 
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1. How do the socioeconomic status and familial educational background of student-
parents manifest in how they attain higher educational opportunities and become 
successfully in completing their undergraduate degrees? 
2. What are the academic and personal experiences of student-parents as they attain their 
undergraduate degrees and what strategies do they utilize?  
3. How does attaining undergraduate degrees change how first-generation low-income 
college student-parents perceive themselves and their parental roles?   
Sources of Data and Emerged Themes 
Qualitative research method, specifically a case study, was employed in this study. 
Because of my status and in identifying as a first-generation low-income student-parent, my 
affiliations resulted in a convenience sampling. Face-to-face, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted within a two-month period. Three graduate students, one African American and two 
Latinas from various regions in the United States were recruited. All three participants are 
currently enrolled in doctoral programs at a Mid-Western institution in the United States. 
During the data analysis phases, three themes emerged reflecting the experiences of 
student-parents and their will to educate within higher education settings: 1) Children as Their 
Motivator, 2) College Environments: What Student-Parents Experienced and 3) Contributions 
and Sacrifices to Student-Parents’ College Success. Findings will show participants’ parental 
status and their children being the main motivators in them completing their undergraduate 
degrees. Lack of college campus support resulted in alienation. Financial aid, social support 





Review of Terms 
This study will be referring to a variety of terms. First-generation, continuing-generation, 
socioeconomic status (SES), working lower-class, upper middle-class and student-parent will all 
be used throughout this paper. First-generation college (FGC) students come from families who 
do not have college degrees. Students in this category are referenced to as the least achieving 
group in higher education in comparison to those students who come from college-educated 
parents (London, 1989; Hartig & Steigerwald, 2007). Continuing-generation college (CGC) 
students are students who come from parents and families who attain and continue to obtain 
college degrees in their families for generations and generations. Going to college and 
completing college degrees is reported as a family tradition (Stuber, 2011; (Dumais & Ward, 
2009). 
When it comes to SES and class levels, upper middle-class and higher SES parents are 
those who “earned at least a four-year college degree” and whose annual income is recorded to 
be $50,000 or higher a year (Stuber, 2011, p. 21-22; Ishitani, 2006; Stuber, 2011, National 
Center for Educational Statistic, 2014). Working lower-class and lower SES families are referred 
to as those individuals with an annual income of $30,000 or below and whose income level is 
below the 25th percentile (National Center for Educational Statistic, 2014; Stuber, 2011). 
Families in this category do not have firsthand college experiences and have undergraduate 
degrees.  
Review of Subsequent Chapters 
In Chapter 1, I give an introductory and overview of my study and paper outline. Next, 
the literature review offers as a guide to the theoretical framework for this study and plays as a 
starting point of inquiry on FGC students in higher education (Chapter 2). In Chapter 3, the 
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Methodology will explain the analysis process and its fitting to my research goal. Chapter 4 will 
give an overview of the sample including individual profiles and background information. 
Emerging themes as a result of the data analysis will be listed in Chapter 5. Lastly, Chapter 6 
will cover a discussion of the findings, implications for policy and practice and offer 























Cultural Capital Theory  
This chapter is an overview of Pierre Bourdieu’s cultural capital theory and how this 
theory fits as a theoretical framework for this study’s inquiry. David Swartz, Tara J. Yosso, and 
other cultural and educational scholars will be references in this chapter as well. When it comes 
to postsecondary education, Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) demonstrate how working-class 
students have had minimal access to universities where upper-class students and their families 
have succeeded. Bourdieu and Passeron argue that higher education institutions systematically 
have been structured around the cultural capital of those from upper-class backgrounds while 
tracking those students from working lower-income status.   
When it comes to cultural practices among social groups, Bourdieu (2002) found that 
cultural capital is learned “through the socialization process at home and through parental 
investment in the “right” kinds of cultural training” (Dumais & Ward, 2009, p. 247). Different 
SES groups are reported as attaining and utilizing social capital in different forms within social 
settings (Swartz, 1997; Bourdieu, 2002; Waters, 2009). Upper-class families carry the type of 
cultural capital that holds more value within institutions of higher education (Stuber, 2011; 
Dumais & Ward, 2009). These families are documented to utilize their capital wealth for social 
and economic gain while those from working-class backgrounds use their cultural wealth for 
community and family relations (Dumais & Ward, 2009). Cultural assets, therefore, will look 
different amongst these two social groups, especially within postsecondary spaces.  
Swartz (1997) defines “culture capital as “verbally facility, general cultural awareness, 
aesthetic preferences, information about the school system, and educational credentials” (p. 246; 
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Dumais & Ward, 2009). In agreeing with Bourdieu, Swartz claim that “cultural capital exists in 
three principal states: embodied within an individual person, objectified through cultural artifacts 
and institutionalized in academic qualifications and credentials” (p. 283-285; Bourdieu, 2002). 
Embodied culture is described as ‘‘the ensemble of cultivated dispositions that are internalized 
by the individual through socialization and that constitute schemes of appreciation and 
understanding” (Swartz, p. 246). Objectified capital “refers to material objects, such as paintings, 
which require embodied cultural capital to appreciate” (Dumais & Ward, 2009, p. 246; Swartz, 
1997). Dumais and Ward state that institutionalized capital referees to academic qualifications, 
such as postsecondary education and degree attainment. Furthermore, Dumais and Ward claim 
that individuals are only “able to acquire institutionalized cultural capital when one has high 
levels of embodied cultural capital” (p.247). Each of these forms of capital is reported to come 
highly valued in the higher educational system and reported to produce aspects of social and 
economic gain.  
On another point, Pierre Bourdieu’s representation of culture capital has been reported to 
have limitations and not applying to all populations (Dumais & Ward, 2009). Bourdieu’s (2002) 
theory highlights the value of institutional capital and claims that individuals regardless of 
socioeconomic background can achieve cultural wealth from academic qualifications and formal 
schooling (Bourdieu, 2002). When it comes to students from the non-dominate group, 
educational and social scholars, such as Tara J. Yosso find Bourdieu’s theory to be not fitting to 
communities of color and their experiences in higher education settings.  
When it comes to higher education institutions, especially those that are predominantly 
white. Yosso (2005) finds individuals of color being culturally judged for lacking the type of 
cultural capital upper middle-class families attain (Bourdieu, 2002). “Predominantly white 
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institution (PWI) is the term used to describe institutions of higher learning in which Whites 
account for 50% or greater of the student enrollment” (Dancy II, 2012, p.11; Brown II & Dancy 
II, 2010). Yosso claims that within these institutions, individuals of color are misrepresented 
within these spaces and are often viewed through a cultural deficit model. Meaning these 
students and the communities they come from are believed to not carry the right type of culture 
higher education institutions value. Therefore, devaluing their cultural and family background.  
When it comes to communities of color, Yosso (2005) argues that these communities are 
enriched with forms of cultural wealth (aspirational, navigational, resistant, and social capital) 
that help them maneuvering through barriers of oppression within predominately white spaces 
(Yosso, 2005; Valenica & Solórzano, 1997). Instead of devaluing cultural differences, Yosso 
highlights the importance of recognizing community cultural wealth among communities of 
color as an enriched value. 
Family Background  
As stated previously, in order to understand the economic good and institutional currency 
of attaining higher education degrees by upper-middle-class and lower-class students, there is a 
necessity to learn about students’ familial background and understand how students’ families 
play as a factor in their will to educate. When it comes to a four-year degree granting institution, 
upper-middle-class students achieving admittance into these universities are reported to relate to 
their parents’ educational background (Swartz, 1977). College educated parents from upper-
middle-class status have an insight and understanding of the type of skills and information 
needed to gain admittance into a four-year degree granting schools. On the other hand, FGC 
students who come from non-college educated families lack knowledge and an understanding of 
the requirements and process of applying to college, especially to those four-year degree granting 
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institutions (Ishitani, 2006; Hand & Payne, 2008; Mehta, Newbold, & O’Rourke, 2011; 
Tramonte & Willms, 2009; Stuber, 2011). In a study on college completion, Ishitani (2006) 
found that students who come from parents who attain some college knowledge but who did not 
complete a degree are less likely to achieve college degrees than those students who came from 
non-degree attaining parents (Ishitani, 2006). At this point, parents’ educational background 
seems to be in correlated with degree outcomes.  
In applying the cultural capital framework to the college success among students from 
different socioeconomic classes, Swartz (1977) claims that social class play as a mediator when 
it comes to accessing and succeeding in college. According to Swartz, students’ academic 
perception and determination are a result of their inner familial and social circle. Meaning, if 
students are surrounded by family and  community members who attain college degrees and who 
promote going to college as a positive necessity, then students within these environments are 
more likely to proceed and succeed in college. In this sense, children are to receive their 
academic ambition from their upbringing and social settings.  
However, what happens if students’ social and family circles are not organized around 
college degree attainment. First, what Stuber (20110 found was that working-class students did 
not carry the same “forms of capital function” (social and cultural capital) as students from 
upper-middle-class backgrounds. There seems to be an unequal recognition of capital wealth 
differences between these two student groups. In her study, working class students were reported 
to struggle more within their college settings and lacked autonomy, while upper-class students 
experienced the opposite effect. Higher class status students showed signs of autonomy and a 
sense of belonging among their peers and in their college settings (Stuber, 2011). Furthermore, 
there were reported differences in how students navigated their college settings. Students’ 
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familial background and SES level were both highlighted as contributing factors when it came to 
students’ college experiences and outcomes.  
Socioeconomic Status and Financial Stability   
Socioeconomic status seems to play as a contributing factor in how students from 
different SES levels prepare, access, and pay for college. For example, students who come from 
families with a higher income bracket ($50,000 or higher a year) were reported to not show signs 
of a financial struggle in paying for college preparation and fees (Ishitani, 2006; Stuber, 2011, 
National Center for Educational Statistic, 2014). As part of college preparation, some parents 
were even reported to hire college consultants at times in order to support their children getting 
admittance into four-year institutions of their choice (Stuber, 2011). Therefore, having the higher 
advantaged of completing higher education degrees.  
On another point, students who come from families with a lower annual income ($30,000 
or below) are reported to struggle more financially and are more in need of support in order to 
seek any means of a college education (National Center for Educational Statistic, 2014; Ishitani, 
2006). In this case, lower SES students have less of a choice to attend any college of their choice, 
let alone pay for any college preparation. As a result, students then become obligated to attend a 
community college or training school instead of applying to a four-year degree granting 
institution (Hayward & Williams, 2015). Above all, students who come from lower SES are 
reported to have a different college experience than those from higher SES.   
Additionally, when it comes to college cost, 41% of first-generation parents are reported 
to pay less than 5% of their children’s annual tuition in comparison to 70% of college educated 
parents who pay more than 5% of their children’s tuition fees (Mehta, Newbold, & O’Rouke, 
2011). Furthermore, 60% of FGC students have to rely on grants and loans in order to attend 
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college, while 60% of CGC students reported not having to use grants or loans at all (Mehta, 
Newbold, & O’Rouke, 2011). In the end, SES and income were found to play as contributing 
factors when it comes to college preparation and access.    
Cultural Values and Contributions to College Access   
When it comes to college access, the social and cultural knowledge students develop 
from their families and communities has been reported to have higher advances for upper-
middle-class populations (Bastedo & Jaquette, 2011; Giancola, Muinz, & Trares, 2008). Not 
holding upper-class cultural wealth is claimed to place limitations on a student from working 
lower-class (Hartig & Steigerwald, 2007; Stuber, 2011). According to Dumais and Ward (2009), 
cultural capital includes both “structure (knowledge of the dominant culture based on one’s place 
in the stratification system and the rewards associated with that knowledge) and agency 
(interacting with gatekeepers and gathering beneficial information and resources)” (p. 262). 
Dumais and Ward continue to state that: 
Some types of cultural capital matter more than others. Knowledge of the 
dominant culture (as operationalized by family cultural capital) helps students to 
gain access to higher education, but does not significantly affect graduation or 
grades. Strategic interaction, particularly in the form of parents’ gathering 
information and resources on behalf of their children, is associated both with 
access to higher education and graduation. (p. 262)  
When referring to cultural capital, the cultural value upper-class families carry is not only 
reported to come with a higher prestige in U.S societies, Stuber, (2011) claims institutions of 
higher education are drawn to these families’ prestige status as well.   
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Additionally, cultural capital alone was not viewed as a solo factor, networking and 
collaborating with higher education officials was highlighted to endorse higher admittance and 
successful outcome of attaining college degrees (Kaufman & Feldman, 2004; Stuber, 2011; 
Dumais & Ward, 2009). However, the families and students who are reported in utilizing more 
programs and connecting with college personnel are those from upper-middle-class backgrounds. 
Students from working for lower-class families at times do not partake in college preparation due 
to their lower-income. Even pre-visits to college campuses are limited (Tierney & Colyer, 2006). 
The academic advantage of gaining access to college information ahead of time is once again 
minimal for those from lower SES.   
In order to increase the number of urban students in higher education, Tierney and Colyer 
(2006) argue that the challenges and limitations students from these areas endure need to be 
reexamined from a different lens. The higher education pipeline for urban students is full of 
holes and does not support an equal access and distribution of higher education degrees in the 
same way as those from wealthier communities. In all sense, Tierney and Colyer express 
concerns for the way college admittance is structured in elite institutions and continue to argue 
how this out of date approach limits those from least wealthy backgrounds. The cultural values 
and differences of different SES groups continue to be ignored as the access gap of admittance 
into four-degree granting institutions between these groups continues to widen.     
Degree Completion  
Students from different socioeconomic levels are statistically reported to have different 
college outcomes and retentions rates (National Center for Educational Statistic, 2014). Reasons 
for this gap have been the topic of concern for many social sciences and educational researchers 
in higher education. Higher education studies such as the one conducted by Stuber (2011) found 
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students from upper-middle-class families having more success in transitioning to their college 
environments with more ease than those students from working lower-class backgrounds. As 
mentioned previously, higher income families have the financial freedom to provide their 
children with stability while they are in college. Whereas, working class students are left to 
strategize for themselves leaving them with minimal financially means.  
Furthermore, Dumais and Ward (2009) found that students’ college aspiration was also 
correlated with college campus engage. Students who engage in college activities more and 
utilize campus resources are more likely to become successful in completing their degrees (Hand 
& Payne, 2008; Stuber, 2011). When it comes to aspiration and ability to engage in campus 
activities, there are reported differences between students from lower and higher SES. First, 
students from lower SES backgrounds are obligated and have to carry employment while in 
college. The juggling of multiple roles was consistently reported in studies on first-generation 
and low-income students (Mehta, Newbold, & O’Rourke, 2011). Having time to engage in 
college campus while maintaining their student status plus a job has its challenges for working 
class students.  
In her study, Stuber (2011) highlights the importance of recognizing cultural differences 
among upper middle-class and working lower-class students. Students’ from higher income 
families were found to complete their college degrees in higher numbers in comparison to lower-
income students. Working-class students were reported to undergo different experiences and 
higher levels of stress on their college campus (Isitani, 2006; Mehta, Newbold, & O’Rourke, 
2011). These students also constantly felt the pressure and need to prove they belong in their 
college institutions.    
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Additionally, when it comes to attaining college degrees, FGC students are 1.3 times 
more likely to leave college than those students who came from college-educated parents 
(Ishitani, 2006). Even students who came from parents who have some college exposure but who 
did not attain degrees are 99% more likely to drop out of college (Ishitani, 2006). Reported 
variable showing significant relations to FGC students dropping out of college was due to 
“family income, lower educational expectation, lower high school class rank quintile, lower high 
school academic intensity, enrollment in a public institution, and non-selectivity of admission” 
(Ishitani, 2006, pp. 872-873). In the end, the goal of this paper’s literature review was to provide 
an insight and understanding of upper middle-class and working lower-class students’ 


















           This research pays close attention to how student-parents are identified and served in 
higher education settings. I specifically looked at the academic and personal experiences of 
student-parents and the resources they used in order to complete their undergraduate degrees. 
This chapter reviews the research design and methods used to investigate the questions of 
inquiry. The following research questions guided this qualitative inquiry:  
1. How do the socioeconomic status (SES) and familial educational background of student-
parents manifest in how they attain higher educational opportunities and become 
successfully in completing their undergraduate degrees? 
2. What are the academic and personal experiences of student-parents as they attain their 
undergraduate degrees and what strategies do they utilize?  
3. How do attaining undergraduate degrees change how low-income first-generation college 
student-parents perceive themselves and their parental roles?   
Design and Procedures 
Recruitment Process. Qualitative research method and convenience sampling were used 
to collect data for this study. Three women graduate students, one African American and two 
Latinas from various regions in the U.S. make-up this study’s sample pool. All three participants 
are currently enrolled in doctoral programs at a Mid-Western institution in Illinois. I selected 
participants based on the following criteria: 1) personally identifying as parents or legal 
guardians of children under the age of 18 years old before returning to school to pursue their 
undergraduate degrees, 2) be between the ages of 24-64 years-old, 3) must self-identify as a first-
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generation college student with an annual income of $30,000 or lower, and 4) must be able to 
participate in two interviews and agree for interviews to be audio recorded.  
Interview Protocol. All Interviews took place in private locations. Interviews were 
conducted at a location that was convenient for the participants to ensure their comfort levels, 
anonymity, and safety. Face-to-face, semi-structured interviews were conducted within a two-
month period. Participants engaged in two individual interviews (each an hour long). 
Pseudonyms were used for all participants to ensure confidentiality at all times. I was the only 
person with access to personal information, personal notes, and interview materials, which were 
all stored in a secured password protected computer and locker. When the project is complete, I 
will delete all electronic files with participants personal information.  
The first sets of open-ended questions were developed to initiate conversation and assist 
participants in a starting point in talking about their personal and academic experiences. The 
second set of questions related to their outlook of higher education and degree attainment. After 
each of the interviews, I took personal notes and reflections for about thirty minutes. Between 
each of the interviews, I also prepared follow-up questions and email participants to schedule 
second interviews.  
Data Analyses 
The analyzing process consists of various steps in organizing data and coding (Saldaña, 
2012). The documents used in the study were a personal information form and two interview 
question guides for each of the interviews (See Appendix A-C). The personal form was given to 
the participants prior to their interviews and read ahead of time. The materials used for the data 




The data analysis process consisted of me listening and transcribing the participants’ 
audio recordings line by line. Each of the interviews took 2-3 weeks to transcribe. Each of the 
interviews’ transcriptions was written and documented on separate Microsoft word documents 
and labeled separately. The analyzing process took approximately 4-5 months.  
During the interview process, keywords and phrases relating back to the study’s 
conceptual framework, research questions, and literature review were noted and highlighted in 
red with added comments. These notes assist me in developing codes. Use of symbols and 
numeric sign help to identify phrases and sentences that related back to participants’ experiences, 
which later assist me in developing common themes (Saldaña, 2012).  
Participants’ commonalities responses began to flourish; a process of coding during the 
analysis period that occurs (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 61). Even the surfacing of new 
identifiable categories was noted (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 62). Thereafter, I began to 
recognize and categorize shared themes. 
Limitations 
Men were not excluded from this study. However, men who identify as parents and fit the 
study’s criteria were not available at the time of recruitment. For the purpose of this paper, 
targeting and recruiting specific ethnicities was not considered. I choose not to implement race in 
order to stay with my thesis statement and theoretical framework. Race will be talked about in 
the discussion section since participants reported experiencing acts of racism within and outside 
of college settings. 
Role of the Researcher 
Because this was a sample of convenience, the contact information, class, age, parental, 
and first-generation status was well known to me before the study. My student and parent status 
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allowed me to establish informal relationships with the participants throughout my academic 
career. Participants were asked to participate in the study via email, phone call, or in person 
conversations. Voluntary participation was ensured by me informing all participants that their 
relationship with me will not be affected if they choose not to participate in any part of the study 
at any time. My role as a researcher and in identifying as a student-parent, I am well aware of 
sensitive ethnical terms and concerns that need to be considered in order to maintain anonymity 
of subjects and their families while maintaining a compassionate outlook of their experiences 




















This chapter provides an overview of the sample collected for this study, followed by a 
description of each of the participants’ personal, family, and educational background. There will 
also be a focus on the participants’ motivation of support and financial resources used in their to 
completing their undergraduate degrees.  
The ethnicity of the respondents was African American (n = 1) and of Latina decedent (n 
= 2). The participants’ ages ranged from 27-38 years old, an age bracket specified for this study’s 
criteria. All women respondents identified as first-generation (first in their family to attend and 
graduate from college) and had an annual income of $30,000 or less a year. When it came to 
social service programs, such as food stamps, medical insurance program (Medical/Medicaid), 
housing, and/or money aid, participants reported using these services during their undergraduate 
studies. In the following chapter, individual biography of each of the participants will be listed.  
Case One: Sonja 
Sonja is in her mid-thirties and comes from the northern Caribbean. She is one of the first 
individuals in her family to attend college and attain a bachelor's and master’s degrees. She self-
identify as a Latina and a mother of two teenage children at the time of her interview. She 
currently is in a relationship and considers herself a single mother (divorced from her children 
biological father). In returning to school, Sonja was accepted to a four-year degree granting 
institution in her hometown state and finished her undergraduate degree within five years. Sonja 
got married at the age of fifteen and was pregnant with her first child by the time she graduated 
high school.  
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           Sonja decided to apply to college a year later after having her first child. She had her 
second child during in her first semester of college. A year and a half after her second child was 
born, Sonja left her marriage. Sonja has been the main care and financial provider of her two 
children since her divorce. Her mother, working in a variety of part-time jobs, qualifying for 
financial aid (PELL Grant and Legislative Grant), and social services programs were all reported 
to be financial resources of how Sonja supported her family and paid for school while pursuing 
her undergraduate degree.  
Case Two: Michelle 
 Michelle is in her late thirties and comes from the southeastern part of the U.S. She self-
identifies as an African American single mother of three children (elementary to high school 
age). As a child, she loved reading books and thought of reading as a way of escaping from her 
struggles as a child. Learning was a process she enjoyed tremendously. Michelle was the only 
participant who attended a four-year degree granting institution after graduating from high 
school. She is also one of the participants who attended a community college. It took Michelle a 
total of fifteen years to finish her undergraduate degree (combination of several enrollments; 
including community college).  
           At the age of twenty-three, Michelle had her first child. By the time she was thirty-three, 
Michelle had two more children and went through a divorce. Michelle says that becoming a 
parent was her main motivation for returning to school and eventually finishing her 
undergraduate degree. Michele holds two A.A. (Associate of Applied Science Degree) and a 
Bachelor’s Degree. She is currently working on two graduate degrees. Michelle worked on and 
off campus in part-time and full-times jobs while in school. Financial aid (PELL Grant and 
Legislative Grant) and social services benefits were also reported as means of financial support.  
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Case Three: Joanna  
Joanna is in her late twenties and comes from the Westcoast. She self-identifies as 
Hispanic and was born in Mexico. At the age of three, Joanne came to the U.S. as an illegal 
immigrant with her father, mother, and older sister. Once here, Joanna’s parent divorced. After 
her parent’s divorce, she had minimal contact and support from her father. Her mother was the 
main financial supporter of the family.  
At the age of sixteen, Joanna became a single mother. Joanna has been raising her child 
with the support of her mother and sister and receives minimal financial support from the 
biological father. Becoming a mother in high school motivated Joanna to finish high school 
strong and seek a college degree. However, Joanna felt she needed to attend a community 
college because of her citizen status and tuition cost. At the age of eighteen, Joanna became a 
U.S. citizen. It took Joanna seven years to complete her undergraduate degree, four years at a 
community college and three years at a four-year institution. While in school, Joanna has worked 
in full-time and part-time jobs, received financial aid and scholarships, and used social services 
benefits (Medical and food stamps) in order to support her child and pay for school.  
Table 4.1 Participants Profile 
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During the interviews, each of the participants shared what motivated them to complete 
their undergraduate degrees, their experiences at their college campus, and strategies used in 
completing their undergraduate degrees. This chapter reports on the following three common 
themes that emerged during data analysis: (1) Children as Their Motivator, (2) College 
Environments: What Student-Parents Experienced, and (3) Contributions and Sacrifices to 
Student-Parents’ College Success. 
Children as Their Motivator  
In Sonja’s first interview, Sonja expressed how she first learned about college and what 
motivated her to go to college. College recruiters, her best friend, and interacting with her peers 
were the individuals who taught and inspired Sonja to go to college. Before then, college was 
just a word. She expresses, “College…the word college...you see or hear the name on TV but do 
not really understanding what it is or does or what you do as students.” Sonja shared how she 
had this need and wanted to go to college because that was the right thing to do. On the other 
hand, she openly expressed how she fully did not understand the concept of college and what 
students studied.  
At the age of fifteen, Sonja got married and become a mother by the age of eighteen. 
Applying to college after graduating from high school would have to wait. As a new mother, she 
felt her family’s obligations came first. However, during the interview, she made it clear that she 
never lost the need and hope to attend college. Later she would revisit this idea of attending 
college after her second child was born at the age of nineteen.   
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Being a mother and working in low-paying jobs helped Sonja realize she wanted to 
provide a different life for her family. However, her husband was not happy with her returning to 
school, he found attending college as a waste of time. For Sonja, attending school and seeking 
her college degree was an outlet of getting away from traditional wife roles. In her opinion, 
Sonja’s husband wanted her to continue having babies and live a traditional stay home mom 
routine.  
Because Sonja wanted to provide for her children, she felt returning to school would give 
her an outlet to better-paying jobs. Also, due to financial and personal differences, Sonja and her 
husband would divorce while she was in school. Besides the challenges, Sonja never lost hope in 
her will to complete her degree.  
Michelle is one of three who had some college knowledge after graduating from high 
school. After graduating from high school, Michelle did attend a four-year university. 
Unfortunately, what Michelle did not predict was that she would get expelled in her second year 
of college as a result of low grades. While in elementary school, Michelle reported that she was 
tracked and put into classes that would later lead her to college prep courses in high school. 
However, she said she still felt terrified in her first semester. Michelle expressed: 
 My whole time in 3rd -12th grade, college was the thing I was supposed to do. I 
was in 6th grade when I was tracked. I remember picking up my books and 
moving to another classroom. From there on college was the thing that was 
discussed. No thought put into it, I was going to go to college. Not until I had my 
daughter is when I recognized that there were personality traits that were not 
conducive to having a college degree.  
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 Before attending college, Michelle openly admitted to her father that she was scared of going to 
a four-year university and rather attend a community college closer to home. Her father would 
disagree and convinced her to go besides her concerns.  
At the start of her first year in college, Michelle expressed how she became involved in 
campus activities and attended her courses regularly, but for some reason, she felt disengaged 
and had difficulties concentrating on her grades. Michelle ended up on academic probation by 
the time she was a sophomore, and then eventually got expelled from her institution by the end 
of her second year. In her opinion, Michelle felt she did not have the mindset and motivation that 
supported her to do well in college. Thereafter, Michelle admitted that she always would refer to 
herself as a failure, even till this day.  
What motivated Michelle to return to school, becoming a mother did. Parenthood 
changed her outlook on life and encouraged her to seek her college degree. Similar to Sonja, 
working in low paying jobs and being treated with a lower demeanor helped Michelle realize that 
she wanted to provide a better living for her child. Michelle stated, “I was working in a 
restaurant and I was like they (customers/supervisors) sure are not treating us (workers) very 
well.” She expressed, “my daughter more than anything else was my inspiration…I had been 
shown something different (at a young age) and I had to show her something different.” 
Thereafter, Michelle enrolled at a community college and completed two Associate in Arts 
(A.A.) (one in general education and one in health care) degree within three years.   
When it comes to will and motivation, Joanna has endured in obstacles that have limited 
her college access. However, her determination to look beyond her citizen status and becoming a 
young mother at the age of sixteen did not stop her. At the age of three, Joanna was brought to 
the U.S. from Mexico. Being undocumented resulted in her being cautious and willing with her 
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education. Joanna’s mother had always taught her to strive for an education. For Joanna, going to 
college was not a question. Instead, it was a matter of how she was going to get accepted.  
Even becoming a single mother at the age of sixteen did not stop her. Once Joanna 
became pregnant, she said she was treated differently as a result of her pregnancy. For some 
reason, her high school staff treated her pregnancy as a deficit and was seen as a limiting factor 
in applying to college. Joanna did not let her lack of support stop her from enrolling in 
community college. 
 Her goal was to start her education at a community college and then transfer to a four-
year institution to complete her undergraduate degree. By the time Joanna attended community 
college, she had received her U.S. citizenship, which allowed her to apply for financial aid. 
Joanna expressed how managing school and her parent roles were challenging, but her child was 
her motivation to move forward and complete her degree.  
Joanne stated that managing school and working full-time was not easy. She gives credit 
to her older sister and mother for inspiring her to attend college and help care for her daughter. 
She expressed that having her daughter at such a young age has had its challenges, but it did not 
limit her from seeking her educational goals. Instead, her daughter gave her determination and 
inspiration to complete her degree and go to graduate school.  
College Environments: What Student-Parents Experienced  
After finding themselves at their institutions, they all reported how they were quick to 
notice that they were different in comparison to their peers. According to Michelle, when she got 
accepted into her university, four-year institution she dreamed of attending, she could not believe 
how disappointed she was and how isolated she felt. Michelle stated: 
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I did not expect the same sense of community I had at the community college. 
Even in my mid-20s, I was in community college with people who were 30- 40 
(years old). The common thread was that we had real jobs and children or wives 
or husbands and we were still trying to get these degrees…that are what we had in 
common. But at the university, it was not there. I looked for it. I just did not find 
it. I went to student activities and asked, “What will I have to go through to start a 
club for nontraditional-age students (adult learning students beyond 24 years old) 
or parents?” He said, “We do not have something like that already” and I said, “I 
do not know you are in student activities do you? I do not think you do.” He then 
said, “But we have the Commuter Club.” The Commuter Club was supposed to be 
this catch-all answer for nontraditional students but it was for commuters. The 
people in the club were ages 18-22 because they scheduled the meetings at 2 
o’clock. If you were considering parenthood that is the single worse time (to 
schedule an event) not unless you have daycare. As a parent you know not to plan 
anything between 2-5pm.  
She openly expressed that finding a sense of community within her college campus was almost 
impossible. Michelle shared how she felt her college campus arranged events and programs 
around students between the ages of 18-22-year-old. Even programs that served students of 
minority status (low-income and first-generation) were not considerate of students with children. 
           In Sonja and Joanna case, age did not play as a factor since they were similar in age to 
their peers (18-23). However, their parental status put them in differences amongst their peers 
and colleagues. Both Joanna and Sonja worked (full-time and part-time) while in school.to help 
support their families. Joanne expressed how she had to attend night courses because she worked 
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full-time during the day, which kept her from being involved in any extracurricular activities on 
her campus. Sonja, on the other hand, worked part-time but felt she could not attend any school 
activities because she needed to go home and care for her children. Getting jobs on campus was 
reported as a helping benefit by Michelle and Joanna. Working on campus made managing 
courses and work more effectively.  
Additionally, Sonja expressed that attending school and being pregnant with her second 
child caused her to become isolated from her peers regardless of age. In Sonja’s opinion, her 
peers were enjoying their school breaks as young adults (traveling and/or hanging out with 
friends), while she attended to her family at the age of nineteen. Her family did not limit her; she 
believed that her peers lead different lives that did not include children and being married. Being 
a parent was a choice, not a disadvantage according to Sonja.  
Similarly, Joanna expressed how her parental status placed her apart from her peers. 
Joanna and her peers were same in age (18-23). However, Joanna’s peers could not relate to her 
on a personal level because they were not parents. Joanna stated: 
For me yeah you can make friends, but it was not something like everlasting 
friends or they were my support group because they could not understand what I 
was going through as a parent because they were not parents themselves. For me, 
my support group always had to be my mom and my sister. I knew when I meet 
people I could not depend on them for support because they could not relate to me 
at all. 
Joanna felt the universities and community college she attended were not structured for parents. 
A personal ideology reported by Michelle as well. Michelle felt her institution was undergrad-
friendly for students between the ages of 18-23 and caused students over the ages of 24 to feel a 
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sense of isolation. As a result, her lack of support made it difficult for her to find a sense of 
community.   
Contributions and Sacrifices to College Success 
As stated above, managing family and student life have not always been viewed from a 
positive aspect and often resulted in participants feeling a sense of isolation on their college 
campuses. Each of the participants still managed to return to school, complete their 
undergraduate degrees, and get accepted into graduate school programs. All participants reported 
having to deal with their decision to educate as parents and splitting their time away from their 
families. A sacrifice not easily accepted and maintained by all.  
As head of household, they all are the main financial supporters of their families. 
Maintaining employment and working (full-time and part-timers) while in school were both 
reported as the main necessity in how they supported their families and paid for school. Working 
gave them a sense of security. All three participants also reported that they received little to no 
financial support from their children biological fathers. Even though some of the fathers have 
maintained contact with their children, they have not financially provided for their children. 
Participants (mothers) have been the main source of income for their children for a majority of 
their children’s lives.  
All three participants also reported receiving social service benefits (public assistance), 
such as food stamps, Medicaid, cash assistance, and housing while they were working on their 
undergraduate degrees. Each of them felt these services provided them financial stability and as a 
mean of supporting their children while in school. Without these services, they all said they 
could not have been able to attain their degrees. For example, Michelle reported how social 
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service benefits provided her an outlet of support so that she could attend school and complete 
her degree while still fulfilling her obligations as a parent. Michelle stated: 
These programs absolutely helped me. I lived in government housing while 
pursuing my Associate’s degrees. I also received Medicaid (health insurance) and 
food stamps for me and my daughter. I used social services provided bus pass 
until I was able to purchase a car. My uniforms for my job were purchased by 
social services. While pursuing my B.A., we received food stamps and Medicaid. 
The help allowed me to stress less because worrying about something as 
important as food would have caused me to drop out and go back to working full 
time without hesitation. If it were not for government housing, I would not have 
gone back to school to get my Associate’s degrees. It was important to me that my 
children not suffer for basic needs during these processes.  
Sonja also expressed how applying for public assistance helped her maintain her family’s 
necessities (food, medical, housing, and daycare) until she was able to complete her degree and 
develop a more stable income. Sonja stated:  
When I started working in a restaurant, I was eligible because I only made four 
dollars an hour and worked 16-20 hours a week. I had Medicaid and food stamp 
assistance since my first child was born…I also got housing assistance through 
Section 8 between the years 2000-2003. Again, once I got the job at the 
university, I reported it to the governmental agencies and did not continue 
receiving the benefits of public assistance. Lastly, I had also benefited from 
multiple daycares (for kids newborn-3 years old). I did not have to pay anything 
because of my income and status as a student.  
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Additionally, Sonja shared how public assistance helped her and her daughter’s 
needs, however, she also expressed that having to deal with social service workers often 
resulted in her being stigmatized for being a young Latina single mother. Being in college 
did not shield me from discriminating acts. Joanna stated: 
While I was in community college I did get cash assistance and medical (health 
insurance). While at a four-year institution, I only received medical. I think 
medical was somewhat helpful, but also caused a lot of stress trying to go to the 
interviews and going to the office to apply over and over. Once when I was 
talking to a social worker she started throwing these stereotypes about young 
Latina moms. For example, when my daughter was struggling in school, she 
would say “Do you have a boyfriend, are you getting beaten?” But it was not real 
questions, they were stereotype questions like “Are you in an abusive 
relationship? Do you do drugs, are you working?” All these crazy things, she 
would say “oh we have to (ask) because this is what we see with all these young 
mothers, like Latina parents who is either doing drugs or they are in abusive 
relationships.” I was like, “No, I am educated and I am trying to go to school and 
I work at a bank, nothing is wrong with me!” 
Although all of the participants reported using public services, none of them stated that these 
services were their main financial means of support. Participants worked both full- and part-time 
throughout their undergraduate and also received scholarships along with financial aid in order to 
help pay for school and maintain their families.  
Learning how to balance and manage their time while working and financially providing 
for their families has resulted in these parents successes as students. Their efforts and desire to 
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become college educated and better providers for their children have been expressed in their 
stories. What these parents want to document is that they are not alone in this task of attaining a 
college education. There are other students with families who are in need of support and 
recognition within the underrepresented population in higher education. These women are 
successful college students in a system that does not recognize them.  
What needs to be highlighted is that these women have dedicated a majority of their life 
to their families and supporting their children. Currently, they continue to move forward in their 
goals and in accomplishing several college degrees. In the end, what these student-parents want 
to acknowledge is that their parent status, age, gender, and marital status is not a deficit. Their 
stories and accomplishments are what made them successful in higher education. Their roles and 






















This study stretches the importance of not only looking at students’ socioeconomic and 
first-generation status as ways of addressing the degree gap but including other personal 
characteristics such as age, gender, parental and relationship status (single and married status) as 
part of the analysis process. As previously stated, identifying and serving students as a result of 
their income level (class and SES) and family educational background (first-generation) is not 
enough. In order to understand how first-generation low-income student-parents are 
accomplishing their college degrees, we need to understand what motives these individuals to 
overcome barriers put on them as a result of their statuses.   
Findings have shown how participants’ parent status has played as a contributing factor 
in them completing their undergraduate degrees. Participants shared how their parental status 
caused them to feel isolated and alienated from their peers and from engaging in college 
campuses activities. Maintaining employment and balancing their time between school and 
family life was reported to have its challenges, however, all three participants still managed to 
complete their undergraduate degrees and get accepted into doctoral programs.    
The student support services that were available were for students who identify as first-
generation and low-income. Even though programs such as TRIO Programs and Educational 
Opportunity Program (EOP) were beneficial to two of the participants, these programs did not 
serve their parents’ needs. At times, participants felt uncomfortable to bring their families and 
children to their college campuses, which entail excluded them from the majority of campus 
activities. All three participants also felt neglected to share that they were parents because of the 
stigma and negative outlook of parents in a college setting.  
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After conducting this research, questions still remain. When are higher education 
institutions, specifically four-year degree granting institutions are going to start acknowledging 
and supporting the diversity amongst their student population? In higher education, students over 
the age of 24 years old and working-class students have been reported to have been present in 
higher education settings since the early 1900s (Giancola, Munz, and Trares, 2008). The 
statistical data reported by the U.S. Department of Education (2015), reported that 36.8% of 
students aged 24 and older completed their bachelor’s degree at a four-year degree granting 
institution and 25.8% completed their associate degree at a two-year college.  
Between the years 2003-04, 76.7% of students worked part-time, while 41% worked full-
time while in college attaining their degrees, a huge increase for working-class college students 
that were reported to be only 30% between 1999-2000 (U.S. Department of Education, 2015; 
Giancola, Munz, & Trares, 2008). Of those students, 40.4% of students between the ages of 24 
and older were identified as first-generation at a four-year institution and 14.3% were enrolled in 
a two-year (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). Besides this statistical reporting, four-year 
degree granting institutions still continue to not recognize and change the way they identify and 
serve students with families. 
This paper highlights how studies on first-generation students are usually talked about 
from a larger group standpoint without considering other diverse characteristics that contribute to 
students’ college success. This is problematic because higher education administrators and 
faculty then will have the assumption that all students who make-up the first-generation 
population will endure in the same type of challenges and require the same type of student 
support services. To some extent, FGC students will experience similar academic and personal 
experiences. However, student-parents require and use financial and student support services 
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differently in comparison to single status students without children. Conducting a deeper analysis 
of how personal characteristics play out in student-parents’ college trajectories and successes 
will rule out any assumptions and help administrators, staff, and faculty serve the needs of 
students with families more effectively.  
In this sense, students who come from low-income and first-generation backgrounds are 
already found to report limited access and success within four-year institutions (Hand & Payne, 
2008; Mehta, Newbold, O’Rourke, 2011; Tramonte & Willms, 2009; Stuber, 2011). Unpacking 
and recognizing other contributing factors assign to students’ age, gender, and relationship status 
(single and married status) will result in a clear understanding of students’ college success. 
Steigerwald (2007) along with other higher education scholars express the importance of 
supporting and meeting the needs of underrepresented groups, especially for those who come to 
college with little to no cultural knowledge and who are financially challenged (Stuber, 2011; 
Ishitani, 2006). Not becoming aware of how diversity contributes to student success and failure 
will result in a continued educational gap.  
During the analysis process, I noticed that participants’ reportings were more connecting 
to Yosso’s cultural wealth theory. Yosso (2005) argues that individuals of color carry the type of 
cultural capital that is not valued as those students from upper middle-class families. First, 
students of color develop their cultural wealth through their families and community ties. These 
students learn how to maneuver through racially-hostile campuses and “sustain high levels of 
achievement, despite the presence of stressful events and conditions that place them at risk of 
doing poorly at school” (Yosso, 2005. p. 79; Allen & Solórzano, 2001, Alva, 1991). The culture 
capital upper-class students and families carry is more relating and of value by elite institutions 
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(Bourdieu, 2002). This type of cultural and systematic structures is what leads to the inequality 
between lower- and higher-class students.  
Participants relied heavily on their own aspirational, navigational, social, and resistant 
capital in order to become successful in attaining their undergraduate degrees. Additionally, 
Yosso expresses how critical race theory (CRT) as a theoretical framework “shifts the research 
lens away from a deficit view of Communities of Color” and “instead focuses on and learns from 
the array of cultural knowledge, skills, abilities and contacts possessed by socially marginalized 
groups that often go unrecognized and unacknowledged” (p.69). In this study, participants’ 
findings showed commonalities with Yosso’s forms of capital, which nurtured their cultural 
wealth and allowed them to bring cultural knowledge from “their homes and communities into 
the classroom” (p. 69). In order to become successful at their institutions, participants had to 
work twice as hard and rely on their cultural assets in order to work through any academic, 
personal. and financial challenges. Also, attaining undergraduate degrees did not shield 
participants from any acts of racism and discrimination as a result of their parent and relationship 
status.  
As a final point, what needs to be emphasized is that this study gives a perspective to the 
academic and personal experiences of low-income FGC student-parents. There is no attempt to 
describe this as one truth or one reality for all students who identify as parents, women, and 
students of color. Moreover, additional research is needed in order to expand the understanding 
and outcomes of racism, ageism, and parentism on students within higher education settings. An 
understanding of how higher education policies, administrators, staff, faculty, and college 
students (undergraduate and graduate students) contribute to students’ inequalities also needs to 
be furthered studied. Future research should also inquire how postsecondary institutions and 
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administrators are reacting to the continued growing attendance of working-class students and 
students with families in order to support these populations within higher education settings. 
Finally, we need to acknowledge that fathers and their experiences in postsecondary institutions 

























This study has inquired and documented the experiences of three doctoral students who 
identify as parents at an elite institution in Illinois. Findings have demonstrated how students 
who identify as parents encounter different experiences in attaining their undergraduate degrees 
in comparison to single status students who are not parents. It has been highlighted how attaining 
college degrees have impacted participants and their families. Also, findings showed how 
participants experienced acts of discrimination and isolation as a result of their gender, race, and 
family status.  
The main objective of the project was to contextualize and extract information that will 
be valuable in understanding and serve students with families in higher education. My initial 
goal was to not only acknowledge the diversity these students attain and bring to their 
institutions, but highlight how student-parents get categorized and go unrecognized within higher 
education settings. By conducting this study, I wanted to contribute to the higher education 
literature and inform readers, policy makers and higher education administrators and faculty of 
the misrepresentation of students with families.  
In moving forward, it should be taken into consideration how students are researched, 
supported, and served in higher education. The term nontraditional should be revisited and 
considered from a different perspective and standpoint. When it comes to working-class students, 
we should not be considered and labeled as nontraditional. Working-class students have been 
more in attendance and have been for some time now (Stokes, 2006). Furthermore, continuing to 
view, identify, and serve students with families with the same nontraditional and first-generation 
framework is placing them at a disadvantage.  
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Admittedly, what needs to be highlighted is that student-parents exist and are successful 
in completing college degrees. Participants' stories are examples of these successes. It should 
also be acknowledged how participants endured in extreme measures of ageism, racism, and 
parentism within their institutional settings and only had access to student support services that 
pertained to their first-generation and income status. Identifying and serving students from only a 
first-generation and income level is minimal.  
In the end, expecting all students to equally compete on an equal playing ground without 
recognizing characteristic and background is unjust. Blaming and discriminating against low-
income families, students of color, and students with families only place these populations at 
more of a risk and does not address the real issues of isms that play out in academic and social 
spaces. In these instances, not only is more research needed on these student populations, policy 
makers along with higher education administrators and faculty need to take a leading stand in 
moving towards an equal community of support and supporting these students’ presence within 
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Current Graduate Degree Program: _________________________________________________ 
 
Are you a first-generation college student?     Yes____     No____ 
 
What was the highest level of education your Mother/Guardian complete?  
 




What was the highest level of education your Father/Guardian complete?  
 




What type of academic institution(s) did you attend while working on your bachelor’s degree 
(Ex: community college, 2-yr., 4 yr.)? 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
As you worked on your bachelor’s degree, were you a full-time/part-time student? Please explain 
if your status changed during the time you were an undergraduate.  
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
Did you work while attaining your bachelor’s degree? Full-time/part-time? Please explain if your 
status changed during the time you were an undergraduate.   
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 








How many children do you have currently? ________________________________________   
What are their age(s), gender(s), and grade level(s)?  



















How many children did you have when you decided to seek your bachelor’s degree? _________  
What were their age(s), gender(s), and grade level(s) at the time you decided to seek your 
bachelor’s degree? 


























Interview Questions Part One 
 
Parent/Academic Questions 
1. What influenced you to attend college and/or seek your degree? 
 
2. Did your immediate family (children/partner/parents) support your decision to seek your 
degree as a parent? [If so, how?] 
 
3. What were some of the challenges encountered while working on your degree? 
 
4. How did you work through any challenges or struggles while in college? 
 
5. How did you manage your parent and student responsibilities? 
 
6. Where you part of any TRiO Programs or extracurricular activities that help support you 
in accomplishing your degree? [If so, which programs and how where they helpful?] 
 
7. What do you think are the differences between your educational path and of those 
traditional-age students (those who come from privileged college educated parents/higher 
income) who attended college after graduating high school? 
 
8. How would you explain your college experiences in comparison to traditional-age 
college students (age 18-24 without children) who do not have children or have to 

























Interview Questions Part Two 
 
Cultural Capital Questions 
1. Can you reflect on a time where you felt not having a college degree affected the way 
you thought about your capabilities as a parent and role model for your children? 
 
2. Can you think of a time when you felt discriminated against because you were not 
college educated? [If so, please clarify] 
 
3. In completing your degree(s), do you feel more confident as a parent and how you 
advocate on your child/children’s behalf within a school setting? [If so, please clarify] 
 
4. How do you support and/or advocating for your child/children academic success? [Can 
you clarify?]  
-School activities, clubs, or parent organizations that you were or are part of in your 
child/children’s school(s)?  
-Does your partner help you in this task of supporting the children’s success/advocacy? 
 
College/Degree Outlook 
1. After completing your bachelorette degree (reflecting back), would you do it again? [If 
so, please clarify?] 
-What would you do different?  
-Do you feel a sense of accomplishment?  
 
2. How has completing your degree changed you? [If so, how?] 
-What are your views and/or outlook on college/higher education?  
 
3. How has completing your degree changed you as a parent? [If so, how?] 
-Parenting style?  
-Do you carry or have felt parent guilt while seeking your college degrees? 
 
4. Do you encourage and/or advocate to your child/children to attend college? [If so, how?] 
-Did you ever bring your children to school with you? If so, why? 
 
5. Has completing your bachelor’s degree helped you establish a social network connection 
with faculty, professors, and/or peers from your undergraduate institution? [If so, how?] -
-What are the professional and academic benefits of those relationships? 
 
6. What are the differences and similarities of your academic experiences in attaining your 
undergraduate degree v. the experiences you are facing during your graduate degree?  
-Personal, peer, and professor development? 
-Contributions to your professional development/career interest? 
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